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Students’ Reaction to a Choice between Flipgrid  
and Google Meet for Online English Lessons
Soichi Ota
Abstract : The purpose of this observational study is to examine students’ reaction to options 
for participation in communicative or oral production activities in online English courses offered 
at a private university in Japan.　The author allowed students to choose to use Flipgrid, a video 
sharing application allowing users to asynchronously record and post videos of themselves 
speaking on assigned topics, or participate in Google Meet sessions in which they communicat-
ed with classmates in English on the same topics during the scheduled class times.　Students 
made their choices weekly depending on their private schedules, home internet connectivity, 
and feelings or preferences related to communicating with other students online.　Results indi-
cate that students appreciated having a choice, and while a majority more often chose the live 
Google Meet sessions, this depended largely on class makeup.　 
Keywords : Online Education, EFL, Communicative Activities
Background
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way we live in our daily lives, and university education in 
Japan is no exception.　Most Japanese universities offered their courses online in the Spring 2020 
semester, although they varied widely in their ability to respond to this new and unfamiliar situation.　
Some universities subsequently decided to stay online through the year.　Some decided to offer a lim-
ited number of courses on campus while staying mostly online in the second half of the year.　A few 
decided to offer all their courses on campus.　
According to MEXT (2020, https://www.mext.go.jp/content/20200917-mxt_koutou01-000009971_14.
pdf), at the beginning of the 2020 Spring semester 90% of institutes of higher education in Japan in-
cluding universities and colleges offered their courses only online, 6.8% offered both online and face-
to-face courses, and only 3.1% offered face-to-face courses only, although they gradually shifted more 
to a combined use of the online and face-to-face courses towards the end of the semester.
There were several factors on the students’ end which complicated the sudden introduction of online 
education and which teachers were required to take into account in designing their syllabi or 
lessons : Some students had only a limited data package plan for their home internet connection, with 
access speeds dropping precipitously after data limits were reached.　Only a few synchronous (live) 
online lessons with Google Meet, Zoom or other online conferencing platforms, could push students 
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over their monthly data limits, even though major Japanese telecommunication companies offered free 
upgrades to 50 gigabyte per month.　Some students suffered from slow home internet connections 
for other reasons, for example, long distances between home and provider base stations.　These cir-
cumstances caused some students to abstain from actively participating in online education, especially 
synchronous sessions.　
In addition to the technological obstacles described above, psychological difficulties were also 
observed.　Some shy or introverted students, who found communication with others generally diffi-
cult, felt especially uneasy and overwhelmed at the prospect of communicating with their classmates 
online.　This sort of anxiety or difficulty in peer communication was not uncommon pre-pandemic, 
but it seemed heightened in the online situation, especially in English classes.　The initial, negative 
reaction of these students to online English courses is understandable.　They tend to be weak in Eng-
lish and have had negative experiences in their secondary school English education.　Being required 
to communicate in English in the unfamiliar online context further exacerbated their fears and negative 
associations.　
These difficulties were foreseen before the semester started, and the author, like many teachers, 
had to abandon his original syllabi and scramble to redesign courses to maximize learning opportuni-
ties under challenging conditions.　The following is the setting of the study, what the author tried, and 
the results of the trial.
Setting
The author taught six compulsory English courses in the 2020 spring semester ─ two freshman 
courses and four sophomore courses.　The freshman courses had lessons twice a week while the 
sophomore courses had only one lesson per week.　Each course consisted of 30 to 35 students and 
the total number of the students involved in this study was 191.　The university at which this study 
was conducted has four faculties, with nine departments in total.　The 191 students represented all 
departments, although numbers from each department varied.　As mentioned above, the courses 
were compulsory and designed to help the students refresh their English knowledge from junior and 
senior high school and develop practical capability to use the language in live communication, as well 
as in reading and writing.
 
First survey
For this study students completed two online surveys.　The first survey was administered in the 
247Students’ Reaction to a Choice between Flipgrid and Google Meet for Online English Lessons
first online lesson of the spring semester to ascertain the students’ internet access situation and elicit 
their thoughts and feelings about online synchronous lessons.　168 out of 191 answered the survey.　
Results indicated the following :
i.  Some students were anxious about using unfamiliar technologies and communicating online, 
especially in English.
ii.  Varying online environments meant that some students would be unable to join online synchro-
nous sessions.　
iii.  Overall, 60% of the students preferred an asynchronous model for the course, meaning that 
materials and learning activities would be available on-demand rather than through live 
sessions.　 
Based on this result, the author chose to adopt asynchronous lessons initially, reserving the possibil-
ity of shifting to synchronous lessons afterwards.　  
First system
The initial asynchronous style lessons were designed and administered as follows :
i.  The textbooks for the courses were English Firsthand 1 for freshmen and English Firsthand 2 
for sophomores.　The textbooks were linked to MyMobileWorld, an online learning platform 
providing a variety of exercises, from vocabulary study to listening activities, based on textbook 
content.　 
ii.  For each lesson, the author provided a short, 5-15 minute video lecture in which he explained 
vocabulary, pronunciation and/or grammar from the current unit, as well as assignments stu-
dents should complete.　
iii.  For the non-speaking activities in the textbook, students were assigned the associated exercis-
es in MyMobileWorld and completed these independently.　
iv.  For speaking/communicative activities in the textbooks, the author introduced Flipgrid, a video 
sharing application (app), with which the students recorded themselves speaking in English and 
posted their clips.　Some activities required considerable modification to fit to this online 
format.　The communicative aspect of these activities was retained through students’ use of 
the app’s reply function, although the “conversation” typically stopped there, as replying to re-
plies was not supported.　
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v.  All course materials, instructions and assignments were organized and provided through Google 
Classroom.　
vi.  Although the classes were administered asynchronously, the author set up a Google Meet ses-
sion during each scheduled class period for students who had questions or simply wanted to 
have casual conversations with the author.　
Despite some initial confusion among some students, e.g. difficulty registering for Google Classroom 
or understanding how to use the apps, the first system worked with little trouble.　Most of the stu-
dents quickly became familiar with the system and fulfilled the assignments smoothly.　However, as 
the semester went by, a number of students started to express discontent with the lack of opportunity 
for direct communication with their peers, not only in their English classes but throughout their 
coursework.
The second survey
The second survey was administered after a month of asynchronous lessons─ 8 lessons for fresh-
men and 4 lessons for sophomores ─ to see if students’ thinking on synchronous vs. asynchronous 
lessons had changed.　112 out of 191 students answered the survey.　Results indicated the follow-
ing :
i.  Approximately 65% of students now supported having synchronous lessons.
ii.  Many expressed a desire to talk with their classmates due to the lack of such opportunities, not 
only in English class, but throughout their coursework.　
iii.  Still, not a few students preferred to continue in asynchronous mode.　Some wrote that they 
were reluctant to shift to synchronous mode because they were used to and satisfied with asyn-
chronous lessons.　Some indicated a strong anxiety or antipathy to communicating with class-
mates online because they felt unable to do this in English or had not yet become acquainted 
with their classmates.　Some others simply preferred studying independently.
Second system
Based on results of the second survey, the author introduced a new lesson style in which students 
were allowed, for the communicative components of the lessons, to choose either participating in live 
Google Meet sessions or using Flipgrid as they had originally.　The rest of the lesson components─
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video lectures and MyMobileWorld work─ remained the same.　In this style, when a lesson contained 
a communicative activity, for example, a pair/group conversation, each student could participate in a 
Google Meet session in which they communicated directly with classmates (with multiple “rooms” set 
up beside a main session, they could do pair-/group works even though the “breakout rooms” function 
was not yet available on Google Meet at the time), or they could fulfill the “speech” assignment indi-
vidually, using Flipgrid to record a video on the same topic(s).　Students indicated their choice in ad-
vance of each lesson based on a schedule established by the author.　
Result
Below, student participation figures for the communicative Google Meet sessions in the second sys-
tem are presented in several different ways to examine tendencies among different student groups.
1)　General
Table 1　Google Meet participation rate of the entire group
Google Meet Participation Rate （%） 0% 1-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100%
The Number in Each Participation Range 57 11 7 9 20 87
　　n=191
Figure 1　Google Meet participation rate of the entire group
As shown, 87 out 191 students (45%) participated in 81-100% of the Google Meet sessions, while 
57 students (30%) did not join the Google Meet sessions at all.　Including the 20 students who 




Table 2　Google Meet participation rate of the female group
Google Meet Participation Rate（%） 0% 1-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100%
The Number in Each Participation Range 25 9 7 5 14 72
　　n=132
Figure 2 　Google Meet participation rate of the female group
Compared to male students, female students had a higher rate of participation in Google Meet les-
sons with 72 out 132 (54%) participating in the 81-100% range.　With 14 in the 61-80% participa-
tion range, 86 out 132 (65%) joined the majority of Google Meet sessions.　 
Table 3　Google Meet participation rate of the male group
Google Meet Participation Rate (%) 0% 1-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100%
Male (N=59) 33 2 0 4 6 14
　　n=59
Figure 3　Google Meet participation rate of the male group
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On the contrary, the male students participated much less in Google Meeting sessions.　More than 
half (33 out of 59, or 56%) never joined the Google Meet sessions, and only 20 students (34%) were 
in the 61-100% participation range.
3)　Departmental groups
To investigate departmental differences in participation in the Google Meet sessions, the attendance 
of students from three departments (comprising 154 of the 191 enrolled students) was studied.
i.　Department of Education (Elementary Education Course)
Table 4　Google Meet participation rate of the dept. of education group
Google Meet Participation Rate (%) 0% 1-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100%
Dept. of Education (N=75) 5 1 2 6 6 55
　　n=75
Figure 4　Google Meet Participation Rate of the entire group
Seventy-five students from the elementary education course in the Education Department com-
posed the largest departmental group in this study, and participated most actively in Google Meet 
sessions.　Fifty-five students (73%) joined 81-100% of the Google Meet sessions, with 81% of the 
group participating in at least 61% of the sessions.　Only five students (7%) joined no sessions at all.
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ii.　Department of Nursing
Table 5　Google Meet participation rate of the dept. of nursing group
Google Meet Participation Rate (%) 0% 1-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100%
Dept. of Nursing (N=52) 12 2 3 2 11 22
　　n=52
Figure 5　Google Meet participation rate of the dept. of nursing group
Fifty-two students from the Department of Nursing comprised the second largest departmental 
group in the study.　Although it was not at the level of the education students, this group also partici-
pated actively in the Google Meet sessions.　Twenty-two students (42%) attended 81-100% of ses-
sions, and 11 (21%) joined 61-80% of sessions.　However, 12 students (23%) did not join the 
Google Meet sessions at all.　 
iii.　Department of Social Welfare
Table 6　Google Meet participation rate of the dept. of social welfare group
Google Meet Participation Rate (%) 0% 1-20% 21-40% 41-60% 61-80% 81-100%
Dept. of Social Welfare (N=27) 16 5 1 0 2 3
　　n=27
Figure 6　Google Meet participation rate of the dept. of social welfare group
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Twenty-seven students from the Department of Social Welfare made up the third largest group in 
the study.　This group displayed an opposite tendency in participation.　Sixteen students (59%) did 
not join the Google Meet sessions at all.　Including five students in 1-20% participation range, 78% 
of the group showed little interest in joining the Google Meet sessions.　Only three students were in 
81-100% participation range.
Students’ Comments
At the end of the semester, course evaluations for each class were completed online by students 
schoolwide.　One item in the questionnaire asked students to freely comment on the course.　There 
were a variety of comments on several aspects of these English classes, including comments on the 
choice between participating in live Google Meet sessions and creating Flipgrid videos.　Here are ex-
cerpts from a few of these (translated from Japanese) :
 • It was good to have alternatives.
 • I liked that we had a choice between Google Meet and Flipgrid.　
 • Having a choice between Google Meet and Flipgrid was good.　
 • It was good that I didn’t have to join the Google Meet sessions.
There were many more similar comments.　While there were some negative comments on Flipgrid 
(e.g., I felt embarrassed sharing videos of my speaking in English because I’m not good at it), there 
were no negative comments on the availability of a choice between Google Meet and Flipgrid.
Some students directly expressed that they were delighted to have the opportunity to communicate 
with their peers and/or the choice between Google Meet and Flipgrid during casual conversations with 
the author before or after Google Meet sessions 
 
Discussion
An obvious question coming out of the results is how to account for the differences in participation 
rate between genders and departmental groups.　
The two more “positive” departmental groups ─ education and nursing ─ were assigned to take 
English during specific class periods.　This meant that all or most of their classmates were from the 
same department.　Students from other departments had a greater range of class periods and classes 
to choose from, resulting in more diverse classes.　Students from the Department of Social Welfare 
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thus were faced with doing the Google Meet sessions with unfamiliar students from different 
departments.　This may have discouraged participation, while students in the more positive groups 
were likely encouraged to join Google Meet sessions by the opportunity to interact with familiar class-
mates from the same department.　 
The gender difference in participation rate has a related explanation.　The nursing and elementary 
education groups were dominantly female : 48 out of 52 (92%) were female in the nursing group and 
55 out of 75 (73%) were female in the education group.　The social welfare group, on the other hand, 
had an approximately 50 : 50 male-female ratio (13 male and 14 female), with women in the group 
showing no greater tendency to participate in Google Meet sessions.　Therefore, it seems that the 
observed gender difference is more related to the large numbers of women in same-department class-
es than any difference in tendency between men and women in general.　
Other factors might also have affected outcomes.　For example, the time period of each class might 
have affected students’ decisions to join the synchronous lessons or not.　The fact that English is a 
compulsory subject for nursing and education students, while social welfare students can choose from 
several languages, might also have led to greater pressure to perform on the part of the former groups.　
It might be useful to more deeply investigate these possibilities in the future.
Weakness of the study
The observational study has limitations.　For one, the sudden shift from conventional classrooms to 
remote online education resulted in the author making quick, instinctive decisions in course design not 
necessarily supported by established theory.　The setting was not set up with an experimental design 
to test statistical significance between groups.　This makes it difficult to say, for example, that Flipgrid 
and Google Meet sessions can reasonably be compared in a sense of pedagogical equality and effective-
ness since they required the students to fulfill different assignments on the same topics.　Another 
limitation is its small sample size and limited observation setting, which would make the author hesi-
tate to apply these findings/conclusions to other groups of students in different contexts.
Conclusion
Despite its weaknesses, results of the study do suggest an importance of a social component, famil-
iarity with their peers, to the students’ participation in online learning opportunities that merits fur-
ther investigation.　Giving students a choice of participation mode (Google Meet vs. Flipgrid) also 
seems justified based on students’ comments on course evaluations, their delightful attitudes during 
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the Google Meet sessions, and informal feedback during teacher-students conversations.　In the fu-
ture, however, theoretical scaffolding and pertaining improvements in course design are needed.　 
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